







Praise for

THE ART OF ACTION

“This is not just another book about strategy. The Art of Action does not only present a radical, counter-cultural solution to the impasse business is facing today but it is grounded in real strategic execution in a fascinating organisation. It is the ‘Reengineering the Corporation’ of the 21st century. I intend to send a copy to all my clients.”

Aidan Walsh, Partner, Ernst & Young

“Leadership is an intangible value. What sets Stephen Bungay apart is that he draws upon his deep knowledge of historical military campaigns to highlight key leadership principles and then sets them in the context of modern business with an understanding of the particular challenges faced by each company he works for. The first part greatly entertains and captivates the audience and the second part really brings home the teachings we wish to impart. The results have been very good.”

Tom Glocer, CEO, Thomson Reuters

“Organizational alignment remains one of the biggest challenges for leaders of large corporations. Many have fine strategies but ‘the troops won’t march in tune.’ Stephen Bungay delves into military history to provide a stimulating insight into how to arm leaders with a powerful concept which gets strategy off the PowerPoint presentation and into action. It is a simple, but profound and entertaining read.”

Patrick Forth, Senior Vice President,
The Boston Consulting Group

“We live in an age of strategic failure across the board – in international relations and economic affairs, on the battlefield as well as in the marketplace. Inventively and incisively, Stephen Bungay draws on Clausewitz’s wisdom, military history, business literature, and common sense to develop the notion of ‘directed opportunism’ for breaking the ominous cycle of frustration.”

Jonathan Stevenson, Professor of Strategic Studies,
U.S. Naval War College

“The Art of Action is a must for anyone in business who takes their leadership responsibilities seriously. Stephen Bungay draws upon his deep understanding of business strategy and military history and describes principles in his book that will have a real impact for those who adopt them. The Art of Action is the strategic handbook for today built on the insights of yesterday. This will be compulsory reading for all of my unit heads.”

Eliot Forster, CEO, Solace Pharmaceuticals

“All too often, strategies fail to be implemented because they do not make tough choices between priorities and therefore leave people confused. The eminently pragmatic techniques described in this book are a great way of sharpening up the thinking, the communication and the sense of accountability needed to get an organisation moving. The ideas sound simple, but they are very powerful.”

Martin Bean, Vice Chancellor, The Open University

“Stephen Bungay’s career as CEO, management consultant and historian enables him to bring a unique clarity to leadership and the art of making strategy happen. His study of the chastened Prussian military machine analysing why it was defeated by Napoleon’s peasant army is illuminated with anecdotes from his career in business. It is this blend of evidence from the military to the business environment which makes this book so useful to the modern-day practitioner!”

David Roblin, Senior Vice President, Pfizer Global R&D

“In our experience senior executives in large corporations find the approach described in this book to be a tremendously helpful way of getting to the core of issues, setting direction and aligning the organisation behind it. The techniques may have been developed 150 years ago, but they could not be more relevant to business today.”

Poul Bukh, Managing Partner, Core Strategy
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The Prussian General Staff, under the elder von Moltke… did not expect a plan of operations to survive beyond the first contact with the enemy. They set only the broadest of objectives and emphasized seizing unforeseen opportunities as they arose… Strategy was not a lengthy action plan. It was the evolution of a central idea through continually changing circumstances.

Jack Welch, 1981

Strategy is a system of expedients. It is more than science, it is the application of knowledge to practical life, the evolution of an original guiding idea under constantly changing circumstances, the art of taking action under the pressure of the most difficult conditions.

Helmuth von Moltke, 1871
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PREFACE

Most lives have threads running through them. Some start in childhood, some in later life. Some break off and resurface later. Some are continuous. Sometimes, a few threads come together. This book is the result of some disparate threads in my life doing just that.

As a boy, I was fascinated by military history. It began with playing with soldiers and making models of tanks and aircraft. As a teenager, I became more interested in how they were handled, and played wargames. The fascination shifted from machines and soldiers to strategy and tactics.

Life had more apparently serious demands to make on me, and the pressure of exams pushed models and wargames into the background. I studied Modern Languages at Oxford and wrote a doctoral thesis about the German philosopher Hegel. I realized how little people in England really understand about German intellectual and cultural history. Germany was still seen as the old foe. If you go back beyond the twentieth century though, Germany was England’s old friend. I made my own friends there. Different as it was from my own motherland, Germany became a sort of intellectual fatherland for me.

As the demands of education were replaced by the demands of earning a living, I decided to join The Boston Consulting Group (BCG). I joined because working there seemed to be a very good way of learning about business and how an economy actually works. It was an unknown field for me, but I was drawn in by the reactivation of a thread: BCG were strategy consultants. Armies are not the only organizations which need strategies. Working as a business consultant was a way of understanding more about that curious business of strategy.

I stayed at BCG for nearly 20 years and, predictably, some of them were spent in Germany. I worked for clients in most sectors of the economy, which enabled me to discern patterns of success and failure which cut across all businesses. I became more and more interested in how organizations work, and was an early member of BCG’s Organization Practice Group. Strategy was hard-nosed stuff, understood in terms of analysis and a calculator. Organization was “touchy-feely,” soft stuff understood in terms of human behavior and judgment. However, in the back of my mind was the thought that the real hard men in the military took the soft stuff very seriously. They seemed to believe that success came from bringing the hard calculating and soft motivational sides together. They also seemed to believe that the soft stuff was more difficult than the hard stuff. They talked a lot about leadership; so did people in business. I wanted to go back and take a closer look.

In 1996, in a move between BCG’s Munich and London offices, I took some time off to write a book about a battle which has long haunted my imagination, the Battle of Britain. With half a manuscript to show for my labors I went back to work, but when I left BCG in 1999, I took more time off to finish it before taking up a new job. I found a publisher and with the 60th anniversary of the battle coming up in 2000, I completed the book and The Most Dangerous Enemy duly appeared in September. In writing it, I went back to the fatherland and spent a week going through German archives, which helped me to develop a new perspective. I picked up an old thread.

My publishers commissioned me to write a book about the desert war of 1940–42, and Alamein appeared in 2002. They found my approach to military history refreshing because, with the habits of a consultant now being second nature, I saw battles not as clashes between nations – as the Battle of Britain is usually portrayed – nor as clashes between individual commanders – as Alamein is usually portrayed – but as clashes between organizations. I felt that examining things at this level offered better explanations of events and it seemed that many readers agreed. The experience of a management consultant could add something to history. But I also felt that something could be gained the other way round: bringing the lessons of history to business.

I had become convinced that creating great organizations and devising great strategies is not a science but an art. In science our knowledge grows and builds on the past. There is progression. The sum of scientific understanding is greater today than in the past. In contrast in art, there are peaks and troughs over time. There is no progression. Artists today are not better than Leonardo or Michelangelo.

So it is with organizational development and strategy. Commanders today are not better than Julius Caesar or Napoleon. Things that have been mastered are forgotten. Each generation has to relearn old lessons and acquire old skills. They just apply the same principles to new situations. To learn the art of strategy and the art of creating organizations capable of executing strategy, we have to study the past and develop our skills through practice.

It was the writing of Alamein that prompted me to dive further into history in seeking some answers to problems my clients were grappling with.

In February 1941, General Erwin Rommel turned up in the North African desert with a modestly sized force called the Deutsches Afrika Korps and, despite intractable logistical problems, proceeded to give the British 8th Army a hard time for the next 18 months. With great consistency, the German army in North Africa was fast, flexible, and adaptive. They seized and exploited every opportunity their ponderous opponents gave them and yet always seemed to be working together to realize a cunning plan. At the time the British were baffled because Germans were supposed to be unimaginative, methodical, and slow, their national character shaped by “teutonic thoroughness.” Explaining the campaign as a clash of nations did not seem to work very well. So the British came up with an alternative explanation: it was all about individuals.

Rommel was quickly dubbed the “Desert Fox” and lauded by his opponents as a military genius. By 1942, he was the general most admired within the ranks of the British Army and even Churchill paid him a compliment in the House of Commons. In 1950, a British officer, Desmond Young, published a biography containing a foreword by Field Marshal Auchinleck, one of Rommel’s direct opponents. In it he wrote: “Germany produces many ruthlessly efficient generals: Rommel stood out amongst them because he had overcome the innate rigidity of the German military mind and was a master of improvisation.” He was able to do so because he was not “a typical Junker officer, a product of the Prussian military machine… and it may well be that this accounts for his amazing – and it was amazing – success as a leader of men in battle.”1 In the body of the book, Young points out that Rommel was a Swabian from Württemberg, “the home of common sense in Germany,” tucked away in the southwest of the country far away from the rigid Prussians in the northeast. Comparing him with a few young men he knew in the British Army, Young concludes that Rommel was a member of “this small company of exceptional young men, only on the wrong side.”2 So he was really British by nature, just born in the wrong place. National characteristics again, in a slightly more convoluted form than usual.

I have to confess that I did not find this very convincing.

If it is true, how did Rommel manage, overnight, to transform the 45,000 German soldiers under his command into fast, flexible improvisers? After all, there must have been quite a few rigid Prussians among them. And why did he not have the same effect on the 55,000 Italians he also commanded? If it all depended on him, why didn’t things break down when he was not there? He was often away, out of touch with his headquarters, riding with a reconnaissance unit in the trackless desert. Yet decision making never faltered. Furthermore, the German Army showed the same characteristics in all theaters of the war, no matter who was in charge. When the Allies landed at Salerno in Italy in 1943, the Germans had them bottled up within hours and the same thing happened again at Anzio the following year. Rommel was long gone.

Within the German Army talent pool, Rommel was regarded as an exceptional small unit and divisional commander, bold and thrusting. He was a great operator. But he did not have the depth of intellect or the mental toughness of a Manstein or Guderian. His own subordinates regarded him as very hard driving but rather unimaginative. Rommel was a Picton, not a Wellington.

So what was going on in the desert all those years ago?

I began to work on the hypothesis that it was not nations or individuals that mattered, but the German Army as an organization. I looked at how it performed elsewhere, examined its equipment and organization, and then its approach to command and control. Here, some lights began to go on. I tracked things back in time, down increasingly obscure paths leading to officer selection and training and other good old-fashioned HR stuff, which in turn led to behavioral and cultural norms developed in the nineteenth century. The answer became clear: Rommel had inherited an intelligent organization in which the characteristics he displayed were inculcated in every officer. He was superb at running it – but it had been created by somebody else, many decades before. And that creator was a Prussian.

As I explored all this, I also began to realize that interesting though the desert war was, the implications went far beyond it. Back at work I was dealing every day with client organizations which were as ponderous and bogged down with plans as the 8th Army. The big issue was not strategy but executing strategy. There was plenty of activity, but not much action. The business environment had become fast moving and unpredictable, but business organizations had been designed for a slower, more predictable world. The word “chaos” was becoming fashionable in the management literature, but nobody seemed to have a simple way of dealing with it. The business environment was becoming more and more like the way war has been for about 200 years. The type of organization needed to survive and prosper in such an environment had already been developed and had built up practical experience of what it takes over the best part of 70 years – but nobody knew about it. What if its practices could be transferred to business organizations?

I had the conceptual framework and there were also tools and techniques. I adapted them for business use and tried them out in client work. At first I did not say where they had come from. Then I found that people were interested, so I let them have the whole story. Working with various colleagues, some of them ex-military, we refined and simplified the approaches and started to get results across a wide range of businesses. Although there are general principles and approaches, every situation is specific. Applying the principles is not a science but an art.

So the threads came together: military history, strategy and tactics, German culture, the nature of organizations, and leadership. It has been a very personal journey. It has taken me closer to the heart of what it takes to build great organizations, but I have not yet arrived at that destination. The road goes ever on and on. This book is a milestone along the route; the milestone is the point at which activity is turned into action.
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